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AS WITH MOST of its his tory, the
United States mili tary has re cently
been in volved in many more op era -
tions other than war (OOTW) than

wars.1 Since World War I, air power has been,
more or less, an in te gral part of those many
op era tions. In deed, ear lier this year, the prin -
ci pal mili tary chal lenge to the United States
and its al lies was how to re spond to Yugo -
slavia’s heavy- handed re pres sion in the prov -
ince of Ko sovo—and air power has been the
mili tary tool of choice thus far. Mul ti na tional 
air ex er cises were con ducted over Al ba nia
and Ma ce do nia on 15 June 1998 in an ef fort
to dis suade Yugo slav presi dent Slo bo dan Mi -
losevic from us ing more ex ces sive vio lence
on his own citi zens. This at tempt at co er cive
di plo macy through the air had to be par ticu -
larly sub tle, be cause the same sig nals meant
to cow Mi losevic were not in tended to em -
bolden Ko so var sepa ra tist groups such as the
Ko sovo Lib era tion Army. This set of sig nals
was quite nu anced—all im plic itly co er cive
and all meant to be re ceived via air power. It
ap pears at this point that the United States is
ex haust ing its air power op tions in Ko sovo be -
fore con sid er ing other types of in ter ven tion,
not be cause of air pow er’s proven track rec ord 
in co er cive di plo macy, but be cause, as Eliot
Co hen has writ ten, air power, “like mod ern
Ameri can court ship, of fers in stant grati fi ca -
tion with out com mit ment.” 2

Be that as it may, the ap pli ca tion of Ameri -
can air power does rep re sent a se ri ous com -
mit ment and has been an im por tant facet of
OOTWs since they were called “small wars”
by the Ma rine Corps.3 The ques tion un der
con sid era tion here is the rele vancy of air -
power doc trine to OOTW—the im pact or lack
thereof of one on the other. This is a wholly
dif fer ent ques tion from the rele vancy of air -
power to OOTW, al though em piri cal judg -
ments made from those ex pe ri ences are used

through out this ar ti cle to in form the first
ques tion. In those in stances (air power in
OOTW), the im pact of air power re mains sig -
nifi cant but be comes less de ci sive in OOTW
as one moves along the spec trum of con flict
away from war and to wards peace time uses of
the mili tary (figs. 1 and 2). How ever, to hold
to this is not to agree with mili tary theo rists
such as Mar tin van Crev eld, who are dis mis -
sive about air power in low in ten sity con flict
or OOTW. Van Crev eld fan tas tic ally main -
tains that “in a world where al most all wars
are fought not be tween states, but within
them, many if not most of [air pow er’s] ele -
ments have be come use less and ob so lete.”4

It is im por tant to note that the di min ish ing 
re turns from air power in OOTW ap ply to the
co er cive ele ments of air power only—the ele -
ments ad dressed by much or most of air power 
the ory and doc trine. Other ele ments o f
Ameri can air power, such as trans por ta tion,
lo gis tics and sup ply, in tel li gence col lec tion,
com mand and con trol (C2), re con nais sance
and sur veil lance, and psy cho logi cal op era -
tions (PSYOP) have proven de ci sive in many
OOTWs in which the United States could not
use co er cive air power. For in stance, the Air
For ce’s 193d Spe cial Op era tions Wing
(PSYOP), which de ployed to Haiti prior to the
1994 in va sion, may have con trib uted more to 
the ini tial suc cess of that op era tion than any
other air as set. None the less, for the most part, 
this ar ti cle takes the sig nifi cance of those
mani fes ta tions of air power for granted and
con cen trates in stead on air power doc trine as
it ap plies to the use of force.

In the main, the ar ti cle finds that air power
doc trine, in as much as it ex ists as a body of
doc trine for OOTW, is spare but well bal -
anced and rele vant. The prob lem ar eas for
doc trine are more likely to lie in stan dard
OOTW doc trine, which is ei ther flawed in
some way to be gin with and many times ig -
nores air power as well.
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Airpower Doctrine
The temp ta tion in an ar ti cle such as this is

to paint a rigid Douhet- redux por trait of air -
power doc trine. OOTW would then be por -
trayed as an im pos si bly sub tle, ter rifi cally nu -
anced, and tre men dously so phis ti cated
dip lo matic en deavor that the in flexi ble ap pli -
ca tion of air power could never af fect in pro -
duc tive ways (e.g., Cur tis Le May so lu tions to
the Brcko cor ri dor prob lem). Se lect bits from
air power doc trine, es pe cially Air Force doc -
trine, would be jux ta posed against the emo -
tive com plexi ties of cer tain OOTW mis sions
as a dem on stra tion of try ing to fit a square
peg into a round hole.5

In fair ness to both sides and with a nod to
in tel lec tual in teg rity, the ar ti cle does not do
this. In stead, one must rec og nize that air -
power, shared as it is by all the serv ices, has an 

amor phous doc trine that is flexi ble and so -
phis ti cated enough to have great ap pli ca bil ity 
to OOTW. Moreo ver, OOTWs are not such a
Gor dian knot of in tensely deep hu man com -
plexi ties that the ap pli ca tion of co er cive air -
power in many dif fer ent ways can not make a
de ci sive dif fer ence in OOTW. In other words,
blow ing some thing up from the air (or threat -
en ing to) can some times make an im mense
dif fer ence—even in a hu mani tar ian re lief ex -
er cise. This is a fairly rare cir cum stance,
though, and all serv ices (and Spe cial Op era -
tions Com mand [SO COM]), which to gether
make up and share air power doc trine to a cer -
tain de gree, rec og nize that the prin ci ples of
OOTW are very dif fer ent from the prin ci ples
of war (e.g., re straint, per se ver ance, and le -
giti macy as op posed to of fen sive, sur prise,
and mass). All serv ices (al though some not as
much as oth ers) also rec og nize that air power
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Source: Adapted from Army Vi sion 2010 (Wash ing ton, D.C.: Head quar ters, De part ment of the Army, No vem ber 1996), 5.

Fig ure 1. The Mili tary Spec trum of Con flict



plays a key role in OOTW. For in stance, the
one- hundred- page Army field man ual on
peace op era tions men tions air power only
five very brief times, and only two of those
ref er ences are about the co er cive ap pli ca tion
of air power.6 Given the per ceived im por tance 
of Apache heli cop ters to re cent peace op -
erations, I would hope that the Army is up -
dat ing this doc trine.

All this makes for a cu ri ous state of af fairs
in terms of air power doc trine and OOTW.
The mili tary com mu nity seems gen er ally to
ap pre ci ate the fun da men tal im pact of air -
power on OOTW and vice versa. None the less, 
ap pre cia tion is not stra te gic and op era tional
un der stand ing codi fied in doc trine. In the
main, air power doc trine ap plied to OOTW is
sound but spread around the serv ices and the
joint level in bits and pieces, thereby lack ing
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the co her ency that regu lar OOTW doc trine
has achieved. The holes in the doc trine also
match in many ways the di lem mas air power
has ex pe ri enced in OOTW over the past few
years, but cau sal ity is tough to pin down. It
would be quite a stretch to say that good doc -
trine for mu lated be fore Bos nia and So ma lia
might have pre cluded some of the prob lems
dis cussed be low. For the most part, doc trine
has learned from ex pe ri ence as much as ex pe -
ri ence from doc trine.

Airpower in Operations
other than War

US joint doc trine speci fies 16 dif fer ent
OOTWs:

Arms Con trol

Com bat ting Ter ror ism

Coun ter drug Op era tions
En force ment of Sanc tions/Mari time In ter -
cept Op era tions

En forc ing Ex clu sion Zones

Hu mani tar ian As sis tance

En sur ing Free dom of Navi ga tion and
Over flight
Mili tary Sup port to Civil Authori ties

Na tion As sis tance/Sup port to Coun ter in -
sur gency

Non com bat ant Evacua tion Op era tions

Peace Op era tions

Pro tec tion of Ship ping
Re cov ery Op era tions

Show of Force Op era tions

Strikes and Raids

Sup port to In sur gency7

This ar ti cle can not pos si bly treat the air -
power di men sion of all these op era tions in
de tail but makes some ob ser va tions on sev -
eral that are the most rele vant to the US
mili tary in re cent years. Moreo ver, the ar ti -
cle fo cuses on an ex tended dis cus sion of
peace op era tions—spe cifi cally, the role of

air power in peacekeep ing and peace en force -
ment, ar eas that have caused much angst for
the United States and its al lies over the past
five years.

Enforcement of Sanctions

Sanc tions have been a popu lar foreign- policy
tool for Ameri can de ci sion mak ers, and it is
the mili tary’s duty to en force them. Most re -
cently, air power has been used ex ten sively
to en force sanc tions in the Bal kans and the
Per sian Gulf. Such use of air power is usu ally 
se lec tively em ployed, in that “an air quar -
an tine is dif fi cult to achieve be cause the en -
force ment is an ‘all or noth ing’ propo si tion. 
. . . Shoot ing down an air craft may be the
only way to truly en force an air quar an tine,
but that ac tion may not be mor ally or po liti -
cally ac cept able.”8 This is an ex am ple of a
po liti cal in tent/rules of en gage ment (ROE)
is sue dis cussed be low. Cur rent doc trine is
weak on other stra te gic is sues that arise in
re gard to this mis sion. These in clude C2

prob lems with part ner states or or gan -
izations (uni lat eral sanc tions are rare) and
force-man age ment/readi ness prob lems
stem ming from the pro tracted, in de ci sive,
and—many times—mo noto nous na ture of
this task.

Enforcing Exclusion Zones

“No- fly zones” have been an other hot ar row
in the dip lo matic quiver in re cent years. US
air power has es tab lished and en forced them
in the Bal kans, north ern and south ern Iraq,
and else where. Other than some mul ti na -
tional C2 is sues in volved (be low), they are not
a doc trinal enigma. How ever, in Bos nia and
north ern Iraq, the con cept of air- exclusion
zones was stretched to deny move ment on the 
ground to cer tain mili tary forces. The heavy-
 weapon ex clu sion zones es tab lished by the
North At lan tic Treaty Or gani za tion (NATO)
around Sara jevo and Bi hac are an ex am ple, as
is the vir tual de mili ta rized zone es tab lished
in 1991 north of the 36th par al lel in Iraq to
pro tect Op era tion Pro vide Com fort. The en -
force ment of these zones, an im plic itly co er -
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cive ac tiv ity, has some times com pro mised
the neu tral ity of peacekeep ers on the ground
and has caused fric tion be tween pas sive
peacekeep ing on the ground and peace en -
force ment from the air. This is dis cussed in
greater de tail be low.

Humanitarian Assistance

Sup pres sion of en emy air de fenses and other
co er cive air power used in co or di na tion with
hu mani tar ian as sis tance op era tions can be a
double- edged sword—and proved so in Bos -
nia and So ma lia. On the one hand, it can pro -
tect hu mani tar ian as sis tance; on the other
hand, such pro tec tion can poli ti cize the re lief 
aid and com pro mise its neu tral ity. A par ticu -
lar weak ness yet to be se ri ously ad dressed by
air power doc trine is the co or di na tion of air -
power sup port ing hu mani tar ian as sis tance
with the many non gov ern men tal or gani za -
tions (NGO)/pri vate vol un tary or gani za tions

(PVO) or other agen cies (such as the United
Na tions High Com mis sioner for Refu gees
[UNHCR]) that will be part of the re lief ef fort.
This is also dis cussed be low.

Show of Force Operations/Coercive Diplomacy

One should note the prin ci pal doc trinal di -
lemma. On the one hand, shows of force rely
on im plic itly co er cive sig nals that are blunt
and might not be suited for the more nu anced 
dip lo matic strate gies of ten needed in OOTW.
On the other hand (as in the Phil ip pines in
1989), shows of force will of ten com mu ni cate 
mar tial in tent in a con struc tive way. The en -
dur ing prob lem is that the ini tia tive of ac tion
re mains in the hands of the bel lig er ents— al -
though this is no dif fer ent from other
OOTWs. More prob lem atic from a cul tural
view point is that these op era tions sug gest an
over all strat egy of in de ci sive, gradu ated pres -
sure—a much- maligned way of do ing busi ness 
in the Viet nam War.
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airpower employment in OOTW. What doctrine does exist, however, is fairly sound but dated (one finds hardly a word
about the role of attack helicopters). 



Strikes and Raids

Doc tri nally, these are the most straight for -
ward of all OOTWs with re spect to air -
power. More than any other OOTW listed,
stan dard air power war- fighting doc trine ap -

plies, al though a com pe tent body of spe -
cial ized doc trine ex ists for these types of op -
era tions.

Peace Operations

Peacekeep ing, for rea sons of stra te gic cul ture, 
was for many years an un known sci ence as far 
as the Ameri can mili tary was con cerned. Clas -
si cally de fined, it re quired im par tial and pas -
sive troops work ing with the con sent of the
bel lig er ents—all quali ties for which the US
mili tary of the past 50 years was not well
known. None the less, its ba sic ten ets have
come to be ap pre ci ated and even put into
prac tice by the US mili tary in the past sev eral
years. The mili tary has also moved for ward
on put ting into prac tice and for mu lat ing a
doc trine (in that or der) for peace en force -
ment. Un like peacekeep ing, peace en force -
ment makes less of the need for all- out neu -
tral ity and al lows for the meas ured use of
co er cive force to shape the be hav ior of re cal -
ci trant bel lig er ents. Even so, ob serv ers such
as James Co rum main tain that “within the
con text of a peace- enforcement op era tion,

how ever, the US mili tary and other air forces
have of ten ex hib ited a doc trinal vac uum.”9

But the search to fill that vac uum has
caused a fun da men tal dis con nect be tween
most of the world and the US mili tary
concern ing the com pati bil ity of these tech-
niques with one an other. For its part, joint
and other US mili tary doc trine main tains
that peace en force ment and peacekeep ing
can be used si mul ta ne ously or even mixed
in the same mis sions. Joint Pub 3-07, Joint
Doc trine for Mili tary Op era tions other than
War, states that “non com bat MOOTW may
be con ducted si mul ta ne ously with com bat
MOOTW, such as HA [hu mani tar ian as sis -
tance] in con junc tion with PEO [peace en -
force ment op era tions].” 1 0 The Navy War
Col lege even cre ated a hy brid sort of op era -
tion called an “in duce ment op era tion,” in
which peacekeep ers use co er cive force with
“the light est touch pos si ble in the hope that
the par ties on the ground will, in the end, as -
sent to the UN’s man date.”1 1 Most al lies,
how ever, vig or ously main tain that the use 
of ac tive force by peacekeep ers or air forces
op er at ing in sup port of their  mis sion is a Ru bi -
con that, once crossed, com pletely com pro -
mises the mis sion.12 This is sue came up con -
stantly in Bos nia from 1993 to 1995, with the
United States alone trum pet ing its role as en -
forcer from the air and all other al lies greatly
re sist ing the idea of NATO- UN as an
air/ground, ac tive/pas sive team.

This be came an es pe cially con ten tious is -
sue when in the sum mer of 1995, US air
strikes on tar gets in the Bosnian Serb capi tal
of Pale pre cipi tated the Serb shell ing of Tuzla
(71 ci vil ians killed) and the tak ing of hun -
dreds of UN peacekeep ers as hos tages. It be -
came an ar ti cle of faith at NATO that peace
en force ment and peacekeep ing did not mix,
con trary to US doc trine. The NATO secretary-
 general stated, “I do not be lieve that we can
pur sue de ci sive peace en force ment from the
air while the UN is led, de ployed, and
equipped for peacekeep ing on the ground. If
we have learned any thing from this con flict,
it is that we can not mix these two mis sions.”13

The dep uty com mander of the UN peacekeep -
ers added that “there can be no gray area, no
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over lap of peacekeep ing with peace en force -
ment.”1 4 A simi lar di lemma was at work in So -
ma lia, where re sent ment and mis un der stand -
ing be tween Ameri can forces and UN
peacekeep ers came to a head over the use of
US air power (heli cop ters and fixed wing) in
an ac tive cam paign against one side in the So -
mali con flict.

Many coun tries in the UN mis sion in
Somalia (the French and Ital ians in par -
ticu-lar) felt that they and other UN
peacekeep ers would pay the price when the
US peace- enforcement ef fort and heavy use
of co er cive air power back fired—which it did.
As Dr. Mats Ber dal wrote of that mis sion and
Bos nia, co er cive force used in con junc tion
with peacekeep ing tech niques tended to ob -
fus cate “the ba sic dis tinc tion be tween
peacekeep ing and en force ment ac tion . . . and 
high lighted the par ticu lar risks of at tempt ing
to com bine the co er cive use of force with
peacekeep ing ob jec tives.”1 5

Points of Friction
Air power doc trine, for OOTW and oth er -

wise, has lagged be hind fast- moving de vel op -
ments in the US OOTW ex pe ri ence. As a re -
sult, it must “grow” to cover cer tain points of
fric tion.

Strategic Coherency

OOTWs of ten lack a co her ent link be tween
mili tary means and po liti cal ends. For in -
stance, in the cur rent at tempt at co er cive di -
plo macy over Ko sovo, how ex actly can the
United States ap ply air power to bring about
the com plex po liti cal so lu tion de sired? As
John Bol ton said at the CSIS/VII Inc. Con fer -
ence on Du el ing Doc trines in June 1998, the
Air Force will have to drop “auton omy bombs 
in stead of in de pend ence bombs” on the Ko -
so vars.16 In other in stances, US air power is
asked to as sist in the ful fill ment of man dates
well be yond its con trol. This was very much
the ex pe ri ence in Bos nia, where mili tary
com mand ers grew in creas ingly frus trated by
the gap be tween man dated ends and the

means at their dis posal.1 7 War time com mand -
ers usu ally have the op era tional free dom to
cre ate the con di tions un der which they will
suc ceed. OOTW com mand ers do not. They
must op er ate in the en vi ron ment that they
are given (al though the good ones can shape
it some what). In ad di tion, the afore men -
tioned ar gu ment over the com pati bil ity of
peacekeep ing and peace en force ment of ten
strains stra te gic co her ence.

Institutional Coordination

Stra te gic co her ence be comes more dif fi cult to 
achieve when dif fer ent in sti tu tions in charge
of vari ous fac ets of an OOTW are pur su ing
dif fer ent po liti cal agen das. Adm Leigh ton
Smith has much to say about the co or di na -
tion of po liti cal guid ance be tween the UN
and NATO. Air power doc trine is not fully cog -
ni zant of the char ac ter, na ture, and core com -
pe ten cies of vari ous in ter na tional or gani za -
tions with whom US air power will have an
as so cia tion. For in stance, air power doc trine
treats US air power in the US- led mul ti na -
tional task force to So ma lia (1992–93) the
same as in de pend ently used US air power sup -
port ing the UN mis sion to So ma lia (1993–94). 
But the wholly dif fer ent po liti cal char ac ter of
these or gani za tions greatly changed the cir -
cum stances and con di tions un der which air -
power was used, even though US air units did
not see a sea change in chain of com mand or
op er at ing pro ce dures at their level. These is -
sues go well be yond the C2 dif fi cul ties dis -
cussed be low. US doc trine has not fully ex -
plored the po liti cal char ac ter and mili tary
com pe ten cies of or gani za tions such as the UN 
and the Or gani za tion for Se cu rity and Co op -
era tion in Europe in air power doc trine, as
well as the role of NATO or US- led coa li tions
as air power sub con trac tors.

Command and Control

Ad mi ral Smith’s pa per for the CSIS/VII Inc.
Con fer ence on Du el ing Doc trines joined
many re ports in prop erly criti ciz ing NA TO’s
and the UN’s dual- key ap proach to the C2 of
NATO air forces op er at ing in sup port of UN
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peacekeep ers in Bos nia.1 8 One re port eu phe -
mis ti cally re ferred to the C2 sys tem as con -
structed (fig. 3) as “a sham bles.” 19 Other
OOTWs (no ta bly So ma lia) ex pe ri enced simi -
lar C2 prob lems, some caused by in sti tu tional
co or di na tion, some by “nor mal” mul ti na -
tional C2 dif fi cul ties (such as stan dard con trol 
pro ce dures and clear chains of com mand),
and other prob lems ex pe ri enced com pletely
within the US mili tary com mu nity. For in -
stance, in So ma lia the 3d Ma rine Air Wing
found that it did not have the trained per son -

nel or fa cili ties to op er ate as the air space con -
trol agency for the uni fied task force that de -
ployed there from De cem ber 1992 to May
1993.2 0

Other Multinational Issues

Dif fer ences in force struc ture, in teroper abil -
ity, train ing, doc trine, mo dus op er andi, and
stra te gic cul ture can greatly af fect air power
coa li tions above and be yond mul ti na tional
C2 is sues. Air power doc trine should not only
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re flect the flexi bil ity with which US air power
must be pre pared to act in many mul ti na -
tional set tings, but also in di cate that para -
digms other than com plete US domi nance of
mul ti na tional air power op era tions should be
ex plored.

NGO/PVO and Other Agency/Player Coordination

Al most all OOTWs have as play ers an enor -
mous and dif fuse ar ray of na tional agen cies,
in ter na tional agen cies, NGOs, and PVOs.
Many of these groups are tre men dously in flu -
en tial and some times are even the lead
agency for tasks in volv ing the use of US air -
power. Ad mi ral Smith has much to say about
his ex pe ri ence with UNHCR in Bos nia in this
re gard.2 1 The op era tion to So ma lia also un -
cov ered simi lar dis con nects be tween US air -
power authori ties and agen cies or NGOs with
whom they had to com pre hen sively co or di -
nate op era tions (such as the In ter na tional
Com mit tee of the Red Cross). This com plex
area, which land power works ex ten sively
through civil af fairs and other spe cially
trained units, is not well cov ered in air power
doc trine at all. Air power must be pre pared to
ac com mo date lead agen cies other than the
mili tary or even an other US gov ern ment or -
gani za tion. The day may soon come when a
Birkenstock- wearing NGO rep re sen ta tive is a
key mem ber of the joint force air com po nent
com man der’s (JFACC) staff.

Rules of Engagement

ROE is sues re turn to the de bate over the mix
of peacekeep ing and peace en force ment. US
doc trine, search ing for a way to make the mix
work, looks for some cri te ria of pro por tion al -
ity in the ap pli ca tion of co er cive air power to
peacekeeping- type op era tions. By defi ni tion,
pro por tion al ity is rela tive, and stan dard ROEs 
are par ticu larly hard to pin down in com plex
post- cold- war peacekeep ing en vi ron ments.
Even the fa mously sim ple “four no’s” (no
ban dits, no tech ni cal ve hi cles with crew-

 served weap ons, no Somali- manned check -
points, and no visi ble weap ons) ROE in
So ma lia could not be en forced from the air

with out con sid er able and daily de bate over
in di vid ual cases that, by ne ces sity, of ten had
to be solved by hours of hag gling on the
ground. Many ob serv ers blame the heavy-
 handed ap pli ca tion of US air power in pur suit
of So mali dis ar ma ment for the sev eral dozen
UN and US deaths and other trou bles that fol -
lowed for the UN op era tion in So ma lia.

Relevancy, Schmelevancy
Air power doc trine is hard to pin down

com pletely be cause it be longs to all serv ices,
SO COM, and the joint level. Spread as it is
over many manu als, it does not com pre hen -
sively cover air power em ploy ment  in
OOTW. What doc trine does ex ist, how ever, is 
fairly sound but dated (one finds hardly a
word about the role of at tack heli cop ters) and
not fully cog ni zant of some over rid ing po liti -
cal dif fi cul ties that pro foundly af fect mili tary
op era tions. In other words, to para phrase
Clause witz, al though OOTW and air power
have their own gram mar, their logic is the
logic of the poli tics of the vari ous or gani za -
tions un der tak ing OOTW. In deed, joint doc -
trine for OOTW rec og nizes the over whelm -
ing pri macy of  po lit i  cal  fac tors in
OOTW—much more so than in war. It is par -
ticu larly im por tant, then, that air power doc -
trine re flect the po liti cal im pera tives that
drive OOTW and that cre ate fric tion in the ar -
eas out lined in this ar ti cle.
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Airpower doctrine is hard to pin
down completely because it belongs
to all services, SOCOM, and the
joint level.
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